The article addresses the issue of generic competences across different cultural contexts in the world. Using the Tuning projects data collected in Europe, Latin America, Africa and Russia, and focusing on graduates´ perspective, the authors aim to classify and compare the list of generic competences throughout all geographic regions covered by Tuning, analyse the importance and achievement given to the generic competences throughout different contexts, and also contrast the latent constructs obtained from the exploratory factor analysis, in order to observe how competences are classified and clustered across regions. The article shows and explains the main differences observed and stresses the relevance of taking into account the cultural context and the traditions of education systems, in order to properly understand the importance of generic competences in different regions, and also how, even though the competences are equivalent, they may articulate distinctive dimensions in each region.
I. Introduction
There is a high level of agreement that internationalisation is one of the major characteristics of Higher Education at present. This is explained in many different ways. Educational paradigms are changing and the search for international indicators is a constant development in many parts of the world. However, empirical studies of the nature and the scope of the work explained here are not so frequent despite the impact of previous studies such as Geert Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory 1 which was at the core of a significant number of intercultural studies, giving insights to the reality and the importance of cultural perceptions. Hofstede describes the effects of a society's culture on the values of its members, and how these values relate to behaviour, using a structure derived from factor analysis. 
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This initial study is based on an international project (Tuning) currently taking place. The empirical data, derived from over 48,000 questionnaires, can offer a number of insights. In fact, one of the stages of Tuning project is a consultation process, namely, a survey to a set of different stakeholders (students, graduates, academics and employers), on the level of a) relevance and b) achievement of the generic and subject specific competences. The consultation was initially used in 2000 as a contact point within the different countries of the participating academics. In addition, it was a way of creating a common language among the different members of the group who belonged to different cultural contexts.
Since then it has become a goldmine producing comparable data from more than 103 countries in different continents, across a variety of disciplines and target groups. Not all the countries who elaborated and implemented a Tuning project used a questionnaire, selecting other different methodologies to evaluate opinion on the needs and demands of the social context. Other regions which did use the questionnaire method have not been discussed here, for example, Asian countries where the process is still taking place, although preliminary results confirms what is been presented in this paper.
Many questions could be asked and will be asked in future studies about the behaviour of each of the disciplines, the different social groups consulted, the evolution taking place and above all the implications and the impartial scrutiny of those results. The study described here also only relates to generic competences and does not go into the specificity of each of the fields available and comparable. This paper opens the dialogue and the academic debate. It explores commonality and differences in the competences selected in the different geographical contexts where the questionnaires have been used and offers some conclusions which can be drawn. There also are different roads to follow in terms of the analysis of the data on generic competences: (1) at the level of selection: by analysing which of the competences are selected (or not) in each of the projects which were conducted; (2) by measuring what was the level of commonality in this selection of generic competences; (3) by studying the level of difference among the generic competences in each project and (4) by analyzing whether there is any connection between the generic competences included in the list and the related geographic and cultural context.
II. Some general definitions
In the Tuning experience, and in the reflection on degree profiles, competences emerge as an important element which can guide the selection 
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of what is appropriate from a wealth of possibilities. The trend towards a "learning society" has been widely accepted and consolidated for some time. This involves a move from teaching-centred to learning-centred education. Reflecting on the different aspects which characterise this trend, the relevance of focusing on competences becomes apparent.
Several terms -capacity, attribute, ability, skill-competence are used with an often interchangeable and, to some degree overlapping meaning. They all relate to the person and to what he/she is able to achieve. But they also have more specific meanings. The term skill is probably the most frequently used, with the meaning of being able, capable or skilful. It is often used in the plural, "skills," and sometimes with a more restricted meaning than that of competences.
Different cultural contexts influence the understanding of competence 2 and this is especially important in relation to the extent to which competence is defined by cultural literacy involving group identities. There is such debate concerning the concept of competence that it is difficult to arrive at a definition capable of accommodating and reconciling all the different ways that the term is used.
3 Describing competence as a "fuzzy concept" 4 nonetheless acknowledges it as a "useful term, bridging the gap between education and job requirements". The difficulty of using competence as an overarching term as well a specific one is demonstrated by the tautological definition provided by: "Competency-based behavioural anchors are defined as performance capabilities needed to demonstrate knowledge, skill and ability (competency) acquisition".
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Competences tend to convey meaning in reference to what a person is capable or competent of in the degree of preparation, sufficiency and/or responsibility for certain tasks. 6 Boyatzis 7 defined competences as the certain characteristics or abilities of the person that enable him or her to demonstrate the appropriate specific actions, thereby leading to effective work performance. In Tuning, the concept of competences tries to follow an integrated approach, looking at capacities via a dynamic combination of attributes that together permit a competent performance or as a part of a final product of an educational process. 8 Competences and skills are understood as including knowing and understanding (theoretical knowledge of an academic field, the capacity to know and understand), knowing how to act (practical and operational application of knowledge to certain situations), knowing how to be (values as an integral element of the way of perceiving and living with others and in a social context). Competences represent a combination of attributes (with respect to knowledge and its application, attitudes, skills and responsibilities) that describe the level or degree to which a person is capable of performing them.
In this context, a competence or a set of competences mean that a person puts into play a certain capacity or skill and performs a task, where he/she is able to demonstrate that he/she can do so in a way that allows evaluation of the level of achievement. Competences can be demonstrated and assessed. It also means that normally a person does not either possess or lack a competence in absolute terms, but commands it to a varying degree, so that competences can be placed on a continuum.
In the Tuning Project 9 two different sets of competences were focused on. The first identifies competences which could be general to any degree, and which are considered important by society. In a changing society where demands tend to be in constant reformulation, these generic competences assume a greater importance. The second set, specific competences, are those competences which are subject-area related. These are intimately related to the specific knowledge and practices of a field of study. These give identity and consistency to the particular degree programme.
This paper deals only with generic competences, agreed and consulted in 4 different regions through diverse Tuning projects.
One of the first tasks in every Tuning project was to identify the generic competences that should be developed in any programme, and which are considered important by society in a particular context or region. Defining these competences is the responsibility of academics, in consultation with other stakeholders, and the process followed was the same in all Tuning projects. The objective of the exercise is to place in the forefront of degree profiling the needs and the strengths of a particular society. Academics are therefore asked to reflect critically and to consult and discuss which are the competences that are considered of the greatest relevance to the region where they live and work. The debates, given the limitations of the numbers that were imposed by questionnaire, are vigorous but always end in consensus. The inclusion and the formulation of every item is subject to serious discussion which is carried out in the different subject areas participating in each project (9 groups in Europe, 5 groups in Africa, 11 groups in Russia and 16 groups in Latin America).
In The competences agreed in each region/country were defined, taking as a starting point the agreements reached in previous Tuning projects. Thus, there was feedback with respect to the identification of general competences in each context. Proof of this is the high level of agreement in the competences selected in each project. The agreed lists reflect what the project in its context considers essential to define a university degree. From this perspective, it is important to note that each list of generic competences presents a glimpse of the spirit of the region or country that proposes it. Contextual aspects are decisive for the inclusion of a competence and the exclusion of others in the list agreed. Also, the way they are proposed (phrasing) shows the perspective to be given to the context. The first statement of this study could be that the context determines the generic competences to include in the list of each region/country and the emphasis given to some (in cases in which the same competence in a region is broken up into two in another), and the way to present it in semantic terms. It is aspects of the cultural context that are decisive for the choice of competences, and even the phrasing of them demonstrates this, to the extent that what is seen as a single competence in one region may be described as two distinct ones in another. 
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The first observation to make is in terms of formulation of the competences. As seen in Table 1 , there are 16 common generic competences in the 4 projects, 10 shared competences in 3 regions, 4 competences that are replicated in 2 regions and then 4 competences that appear only in one region but were not considered in the others. In the case of the competences identified as common, each region proposed a different formulation, but the essence of the competence was essentially the same.
This comparison of generic competences in the four regions shows that in some projects there are generic competences that point to the same focus but are described as more than one competence. For example in Russia, the competence related to quality, appears as two: Ability to focus on quality and Ability to evaluate and maintain the quality of work produced. Also in the same project, critical capabilities are reflected as two competences: Ability to be critical and self-critical and Ability for critical thinking. Similarly, Creativity is split into two competences: Capacity to generate new ideas (creativity) and Ability to innovate. This could be interpreted as the importance given in Russia to quality, creativity and critical thinking, requiring two competences that address each of the three aspects.
Unlike other regions, Africa defined only 18 generic competences, and in many cases incorporated more than one aspect into the formulation. This compact construction of the list of competences could reflect a more collective aspect of the context. In Africa, the agreements reached by academics in the definition of generic competences did not include aspects related to: Ability to plan and manage time; and manage project design; research skill; communicate in a second language; social responsibility and civic awareness; as well as knowledge regarding the subject area. In other cases, as Africa only identified 18 generic competences, some of them have in their definition more than one competence with respect to other regions. Such is the case for Problem solving and Decision making, that in the other three regions they appear as two separate competences and in Africa it is defined as Objective decision making and practical cost effective problem solving.
On the other hand in Russia, among the 30 competences, three were not included that appear in the other three regions: Ability to work in an international context; Leadership; and Ability to adapt to new situations. An open question for further discussion could be focused in relation to the non-inclusion of these competences in a Russian university degree profile.
There are two competences that appear only in Europe and Russia, which are: Ability to communicate with non-experts in the field; and Commitment to The diversity of the identified generic competences in each context shows the peculiarities of regions, and highlights their local nature. However, the fact that 16 common competences were agreed indicates their global scope, and that is the focus of this paper. These 16 common generic competences can be organized into groups based on some underlying theory or logic (this is called classification 14 of competences). Classification enhances theoretical and practical understanding 15 and significance.
16 According to Boyatzis 17 there are different ways to classify competences. The two main options are organizing competences based on prior theory or classifying competences based on empirical evidence. Boyatzis further mentions several relationships that may exist among competences namely complimentary, compensatory, antagonism, and alternate manifestation depending on the nature of their influence and interaction with each other. Boyatzis asserts, as several competences can be related, there may also be a certain type of relationship between competence classes. Apart from debate on advantages and disadvantages of each of the methods, theoretical classification is a relatively easier and more stable framework to start with. Therefore, it seems to be a more prudent strategy to begin the comparative analysis with some basic predefined theoretical classification scheme for subsequent empirical analysis. Social skills relating to interpersonal skills or team-work or the expression of social or ethical commitment. These tend to favour processes of social interaction and of co-operation. 3. Systemic competences: those skills and abilities concerning whole systems. They suppose a combination of understanding, sensibility and knowledge that allows one to see how the parts of a whole relate and come together. These capacities include the ability to plan changes so as to make improvements in whole systems and to design new systems. Systemic competences require as a base the prior acquisition of instrumental and interpersonal competences. Following the Tuning classification, the distribution of the 16 global generic competences in the four regions is as follows: -Ability to apply knowledge in practice -Concern for quality -Commitment to the conservation of the environment -Creativity -Ability to work autonomously -Capacity to learn actively
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IV. Empirical categorisation
As was explained, there are different theoretical classifications of generic competences but we can also categorize them as a result of empirical analysis. In all Tuning projects there is a consultation process following the initial definition of generic competences. Change and the variety of contexts both require a constant check on social demands for degree profiles. This underlines the need for consultation, and constant revision of information on adequacy. The language of competences could be considered more appropriate for consultation and dialogue with groups not directly involved in academic life, and can contribute to the necessary reflection for the development of new degrees and for permanent systems of updating existing ones. This enquiry was addressed to students, academics, employers and graduates, contacted by the academics participating in each Tuning project. The questionnaire consisted of the list of generic competences identified in each region. For each competence, the respondents were asked to indicate: 1) the importance of the competence, in his/her opinion, for work in their profession; and 2) the level of achievement of the competence that they estimated was reached as a result of taking their degree programme. To indicate this respondents were asked to use a scale of 1 = none to 4 = strong.
48,343 questionnaires were collected about generic competences, involving 82 countries, from 23 different subject areas and 410 universities around the world. The data relating to the sample participating in the 4 studies are presented below. Given the richness of the data collected and the possibilities offered, there is a need to focus and thus, this paper will concentrate only on one of the groups: the graduates. Graduates represent 28.8% of the responses from the four regions and the correlation coefficient (Pearson´s r) between graduates and the other groups (academics, students and employers) is over 0.88 in all the cases. Furthermore, they provide a real perspective on the importance of generic competences in study and in work, and of their achievement, having received a university education and then having entered society. This comparative analysis, therefore, focuses on the perceptions of graduates on the importance and achievement of competences.
It is intended to compare the perception of graduates from Africa, Europe, Latin America and Russia in relation to the generic competences defined for each context. and achievement; and secondly, the use of factor analysis to summarize the dimensions in every context.
In order to proceed with the first step of the analysis, we need to take into account that the data collected in Tuning surveys has a hierarchical structure, in the sense that individuals are nested in universities themselves, and universities are nested in countries, forming a hierarchical structure. A multilevel approach 24 has been taken here, as the data, due to this clustering effect, are not fully independent from each other and the results cannot be considered as completely random.
To cope with this hierarchically structured data, an intra-class correlation needed to be calculated to check whether the differences between the aggregate units was high enough, and, therefore, to use the multilevel method for this purpose.
All the calculations of the data at university and country level were derived using this method as it takes into account, and controls for, the structure of data clustering. An additional advantage is that multilevel models allow the simultaneous appreciation of the difference at the individual respondent level and at the aggregate (university, subject area) level.
Once the clustering effect in the sample had been neutralized for comparison purposes, the mean scores for every generic competence were computed, in terms of the importance of the generic competence for the respondent, and in terms of the level of achievement the respondent believed has been reached for this particular competence in their context. The data analysis shows both measures, together with the average gap between importance and achievement.
The second approach has to do with the need to summarize information in every context and also identify the underlying dimensions behind the variables, in this case, the generic competences. In order to do this factor analysis was used as a method of data reduction, since it can take many variables and explain them with a few "factors" or "components". This method follows the logic that correlated variables are grouped together and separated from other variables with low or no correlation. If two items or dimensions are highly correlated, they are likely to represent highly related phenomena, and if they tell us about the same underlying variance in the data, combining them to form a single measure is reasonable. Once patterns of correlations are identified, the researcher provides an operational definition for the latent constructs and interprets them in terms of the substantive meaning of the latent dimension extracted. This method 25 is exploratory in the sense that it is not theory driven, and we cannot test a previous theory by creating a theoretical model; it basically extracts underlying dimensions based on the high correlation within the same factor and low correlation scores across factors.
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This method helps us to summarize all the information, and in our case helps to compare different contexts, as both the composition of the factors (based on correlation between the variables) and the number of factors extracted (differences in interpretation of the latent constructs) may be different, and these differences and similarities are what are interesting. The composition of the factors, and the number of dimensions, will provide important information on the composition and the latent structure of the generic competences across regions. In this paper, we have focused for the factor analyses in the importance of generic competences.
VI. Variance analysis
The following table shows a comparison between the four regions in relation to the importance and achievement given by the graduates to the 16 global generic competences. The gap between the level of importance and the level of achievement implies a complementary aspect to be considered in the comparative analysis.
European graduates have an average of evaluation of competences between 3.67 and 2.85 on a scale of 1-4. They, therefore, consider that the competences are relevant. All competences are perceived to have had lower degree of achievement, between 3.1 and 2.21. The gap between importance and achievement has a range that goes from 0.4 to 1.14 where Ability to work autonomously seems to be showing the smallest difference between importance and achievement and Ability to apply knowledge in practical situations the largest difference. This result which tends to repeat itself all through the study proves that reality is always lower than the planned objectives. The relevant point, however is to realize the level of the gap and how this relates to the importance of the competence. African graduates have an average of evaluation of competences between 3.68 and 3.35 on a scale of 1-4, meaning that the selection of the competences was perceived as very relevant, and therefore the institutions should concentrate in the development of these selected competences. All competences are perceived with a lower degree of achievement, between 2.81 and 2.54. The gap between importance and achievement has a range that goes from 0.67 to 0.95 where Ability to communicate effectively in official/ national and local language shows the smallest difference between importance and achievement and Capacity to use innovative and appropriate technologies the largest.
Latin American graduates have an average evaluation of competences between 3.72 and 3.25. The similarity of the degree of perceived importance between the African and the Latin American graduates is noteworthy. Again, all competences are perceived with a lower degree of achievement, between 3.13 and 2.43, the largest range compared with other regions. The gap between importance and achievement has a range that goes from 0.51 to 1.08 where Ability to work as part of a team shows the smallest difference between importance and achievement and Ability to use information and communication technologies the largest.
The results for Russia are very similar but with a bigger gap. Russian graduates have an average evaluation of the importance of the competences between 3.66 and 2.99. All competences are perceived with a lower degree of achievement, between 3.26 and 2.67. The gap between importance and achievement has a range that goes from 0.26 to 0.67 where Skills in the use of information and communication technologies shows the smallest difference between importance and achievement and Ability to apply knowledge in practical situations the largest.
In terms of importance, graduates in all four regions identified two competences among the top six: Problem solving and Capacity to apply knowledge in practice. There are also two competences at the bottom in all four regions: Commitment to the conservation of the environment and Critical and self-critical abilities. There are other competences which in some regions are considered very important and less important in others: Capacity to learn actively is clearly one of the most important for Europe and Latin America but it is rated among the least important in Africa and Russia. Ethical commitment is very important in Latin America and Africa but less important in Europe and Russia.
Graduates in all four regions rated three competences among the five with the largest gap between level of importance and level of achievement: Ability to apply knowledge in practice, Creativity and Decision-making. While Russian graduates considered that Computer skills is one of the competences with the smallest gap between importance and achievement, Latin American and African graduates perceived this competence to have the largest gap. This reflects an important difference, in that a competence may be rated similarly in all contexts, but differences in achievement point to the fact that this may be problematic in some regions and not in others.
The attempts to unfold the reasoning behind these differences in the perception and valuing of different competences in each of the regions can enrich the understanding of cultural perceptions of needs and is a field which offers a great capacity for further research.
VII. Factor analysis
The factor analysis by region shows differences in the way the 16 generic competences are grouped according to the perspectives of graduates. Russia shows 4 factors, Europe 3 factors, Latin America and Africa only 1 factor each.
The factorial analysis of the 16 global competences has the following features from the perspective of Russian graduates: Table 5 Rotated factor matrix for generic competences in Russia: Graduates For the case of Russian graduates, four factors have been extracted, with slight differences from the European and Latin American graduates. Ethics and commitment (factor 1) constitutes for Russian graduates a factor on its own, and so does Analysis and autonomous work (factor 2). Factor 3 is called Teamwork, abstract and creative thinking, as it is composed of competences such as abstract thinking, creativity and teamwork. Critical thinking and reasoned decision making constitute a factor on its own, suggesting specific and distinctive relevance of these two competences, which can be interpreted as Critical and practical abilities (factor 4).
Returning to the classification used in Tuning of instrumental, interpersonal and systemic competences, and crossing this categorization with the factors, Table 5a shows that in factor 1 there is a greater presence of systemic competences, factor 2 and 3 have a balance between instrumental and systemic competences. Factor 4 does not show a strong relationship with any of the three theoretical categories.
The factorial analysis of the 16 global competences has the following features from the perspective of European graduates: 
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For Europe, a possible way to classify the competences according to their grouping in dimensions or factors would be by interpreting the first factor as composed of competences addressing Analytical and creative thinking and autonomous work as they focus in autonomous work, analysis and information processing. The competences which comprise the second factor could be interpreted as Teamwork and collaborative work. The competences configuring factor two are mainly related to communication skills, decision making and teamwork. Factor three can be interpreted as Ethics and commitment, as it includes those competences related to ethics, commitment to environment, quality etc.
In factor 1 there is a higher proportion of instrumental competences, factor 2 is divided into systemic and interpersonal competences and factor 3 is clearly identified with systemic competences.
The factorial analysis of the 16 global competences has the following features from the perspective of Latin American graduates: 
Interpretation of factors for graduates in Latin America
Two main factors were extracted for the Latin America experience. From graduates the groupings and the composition of each factor, the following interpretation can be made; a first factor addresses those competences related to Analytical and creative thinking and autonomous work, and the second factor can be interpreted as Teamwork and collaborative work. We can immediately note a difference with the European graduates, in the sense that ethical and commitment skills do not constitute a factor on its own, but those competences are distributed across the two factors.
Analysing the factors with the Tuning classification we can see that factor 1 is closely linked to instrumental competences and in factor 2 there is a balanced presence of systemic and interpersonal competences.
The factorial analysis of the 16 global competences has the following features from the perspective of African graduates: In the case of Africa, graduates seem to give the same relevance to all competences, so no grouping has been extracted and all variables are in the same factor. Could it be concluded that there is a more holistic view, a more integrated or a less structured perspective of educational needs? This remains an open question.
Comparatively, in relation to the three categories, one could say that in the case of Europe and Latin America there are factors "dominated" by instrumental competences (factor 1 in both cases) while in Russia factors are more closely linked to systemic competences.
VIII. Some conclusions
The level of reflection and development of competences in the definition and designing of degree profiles varies according to traditions and educational systems. A number of conclusions can be drawn, while significant questions remain open to be dealt with in future work.
1. There are 16 competences which are highlighted internationally.
From the comparison we can interpret that there are 16 global competences seen to be necessary to define any university degree. Despite having different formulations, the essence of the 16 competences are listed in the agreements of hundreds of academics who worked with the Tuning project in the four regions.
2. In each region there are other competences, not in the 16, which have high importance and these differences are very relevant. The 16 global competences are part of a larger list in each region, where there are other competences, some are identified in more than one region whilst others do not and are exclusively linked to the local context. This exclusivity coexisting with globalisation reflects flexibility of the Tuning approach in each region.
3. It is also critical to take into consideration the entire list, the complete picture of combination of elements as they define the profiles for citizenship that is considered as desirable in every region. The data suggests that the academics were aware of the critical value of the selection of competences required by different types of societies and how the present context was perceived as well as the possible evolution into the future.
4. The relevance of the context is critical, and is also the result of major global trends. The education systems of different countries refer to various combinations of competences. Such diversity may be valuable; however, if such generic competences are central elements of what defines a "graduate" it poses a challenge in terms of transfer between different higher education systems. On the other hand, there are clearly differences in the expectations and conceptions of generic competences which reflect cultural values and concepts. It would be culturally homogenizing to expect that the generic competences of a graduate valued in one region would be the same as those valued in other societies. The importance of context within which the generic competences are to be applied is critical. Each list of generic competences is abstracted from a context in which they have meaning. When generic competences are described without context, their meaning not anchored, and they imply learning without context.
5. The consultation with social groups is relevant to contrast the expectations of society in terms of the competences to be developed at university level. A joint reflection from the universities based on updated data is important in the development of adequate degrees. This demands not only a reflection on what local social and professional groups value and demand from their programmes but also the perspective of broader trends taking place at global level.
6. The results of the consultation show that despite being identified as common competences in all regions, and having a high level of validation as important characteristics of graduates (the ranking in terms of importance of competences has a range from 3.68 to 2.85 taking the four regions), the perception of graduates about what is considered important varies from region to region. Only 2 competences were identified as common among the 6 considered most important in the four regions. Likewise, at the other end of the importance scale, coincidences of graduates in Europe, Africa, Latin America and Russia were in just 2 competences. The rest of the analysed competences vary in order of importance across the regions, showing again the context of its constitution. It is significant that when the gaps between importance and achievement are analysed, coincidences increase in terms of which require further attention. These aspects between the important and the achievable enable regions to open a number of questions on how to teach and assess certain competences.
7. The factor analysis emphasizes more clearly the importance of regional contexts for the clustering of competences. There are not many similarities in ways of grouping competences. Taking as reference the Tuning classification of instrumental, interpersonal and systemic, in the four regions the response of graduates showed different ways of grouping. The analysis suggested that African graduates conceive the 16 competences in the same way, and the result is a single factor that integrates the whole. At the other extreme Russian graduates conceive the 16 competences as 4 factors. Although the study compares the 16 common competences, the factors are not comparable by region. This conclusion is very important because we may think that in order to be globally comparable we must include in the degree profiles those 16 competences. However, the phrasing and linkage to each other results in an unique combination totally related to the regional context.
8. Global competences are articulated with a contextual logic. The 16 common generic competences are global because of their coincidence in the four regions, but they have a way of being perceived and then organized in factors that responds to regional logic. This combination of global and local in generic competences is part of the Tuning project proposal, to work on common issues but respecting diversity. This example of 16 competences confirms this postulate of the common and the diverse coexisting at the core of the competences.
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